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	1. Chapter 1, Desirae POV

**Desirae POV**

I cling to the side of the cage, paralysed as the bodies of other children slam against my own.

My teeth chatter and I'm crying, whimpering. Everyone seems to have gone mad, throwing themselves against the side of the cage and crying and screaming and God, I can't take this.

Without a single thought for the others, I let go of the cage and swing my fist, hitting someone. I can't even hear the cry of pain—it's too loud. "Shut up! Just shut up!" I scream. My voice is drowned out.

I'm a Bug. A normal human being. I'm normal in every sense except for the fact that I was born to be hunted.

Actually, I wasn't even born like a normal human being. I was created by the LESCS (Living Entity Spawn Computing System), a computing system used to design a human. It would decide my appearance, the age of which I was spawned and to some degree, my personality.

I was designed by a Centipede. Centipedes are these crazy psycho people who pay a huge sum of money to participate in the Bug Extermination, where they are dropped into a hunting ground where they hunt down Bugs … like me.

Bugs are children ranging from ages eight to eighteen. Each Centipede gets to design ten of them. Since there are ten Centipedes, there are a hundred of us. Centipedes are given that name because they have a hundred of us to deal with, just like the common myth that centipedes have a hundred legs to deal with. I assume we're called Bugs because centipedes eat bugs.

The Bug Extermination takes place quadrennially. It takes place in the Centipedes' Grounds, the hunting grounds. It's called that because the Centipedes dominate this place.

This place that I'm going to die in.

It's quite beautiful, actually. We're in the centre of a massive garden? Park? Meadow? To my left is a huge mansion and to my right is a thick grove of cherry trees. There are so many that I think they should be used for commercial purposes. Further away, beyond the cherry trees, is a neighbourhood with a street and houses and a hospital. Behind the mansion I think I see more houses with a carnival or a fair. The whole place looks perfectly normal and no one would think these were the grounds of multiple massacres.

I push through the crowd, stumbling through all the people. I struggle to get to the other side, where the doors of the cage are. Soon, they will open and we will all get out of this cage. I see neat rows of brown paper parcels close to the door of the cage. There are a hundred in total; each of us is supposed to take one, but I know there will be Bugs taking as many as possible. I should grab at least two. If everyone grabs two, then half the Bugs won't get a parcel. But I mustn't bother about them.

It won't be easy but I have to be selfish and look out for myself.

Each parcel contains some food, a knife, water, rope and a little special goodie. They can be anything from guns to bombs to extra food. No parcel contains the same goodie as another. I hope I will get something good.

After we grab the parcels we won't be allowed to simply run off before the Centipedes come. I can see the electric fence surrounding us, cutting us off from the mansion, the cherry trees and the rest of the Grounds. After the Centipedes enter the Grounds, the Countdown starts. That is when we will be allowed to run. We only get thirty seconds to flee. After these thirty seconds, the Centipedes are free to pursue us, and the Bug Extermination would have begun.

No, it can't begin. What can I do, what can I do, what can I do. I'm going to die and there has to something that will make me not die; I can't die, I won't die. There has to be something.

I'm going to die. Little eight year olds are going to die too. And there is nothing we can do!

The only way I could live would be to kill all the Centipedes. But how? There's no way. They're too well-armed. If we kill all of them, then we are technically freed and we will be put into orphanages. But how could we fight them?

I choke on my tears. "There must be something!" I slam my fists against the cage doors. "Isn't there something I can do?"

My nose is runny. I have only lived for a week. I am supposed to be fifteen years old but I'm really only a week old. I'm like a newborn. Newborns shouldn't die.

I grasp the cage doors and rattle them. "I shouldn't die!" I scream till my throat is raw.

That is when I notice the cage doors are slowly opening. "It's going to —" I am cut off abruptly as the other Bugs start pushing against me and I am pressed against the slowly moving cage doors. "S-stop!" I cry. They're mad! They're all mad.

The cage doors open enough to let me through. All the Bugs in front (including me) fall to the ground. I try to pick myself up but people are already scrambling over us, running towards the paper parcels.

Distracted by the mini-stampede, my fear of the Centipedes gives way to my fear of not getting a parcel.

Terror seizes me. They're going to get all the parcels. What if there are none left for me?

"No!" I choke out. I grab at whatever is above me for support. I end up grabbing someone's leg and the Bug crashed to the ground, yelling. Without even looking at the person, I jump up and dash for the parcels. Quickly, I grab a parcel.

I find myself rolling on the ground, fighting with another girl for its contents.

Holding the parcel with one arm, I lash out at the girl with my arm. I beat her face with my fist and she attempts to turn away. Her fingernails scratch at my arms and I feel beads of blood on my skin.

But I don't feel the pain. Instead, I pull at the parcel as hard as I can. I hear the paper rip, just as I had planned.

The food, water, knife, rope, goodie falls out. The other girl gasps and we scramble for the items.

I'm too late. She grabs the goodie and the knife. I can't fight her. Instead, I turn and grab the nearest two parcels.

I pick it up and hold the two parcels close to my body. They're my only hope now. Them and my team. If I can find one.

Without a good team I cannot survive. I turn to the girl I was fighting earlier. "That was a good fight you put up. Do you want to join me?"

The girl looks stunned. She scrunches up her nose, which makes her look weird, since her nose looks as if it has been broken before. Then she shrugs, tossing her short, tangled red hair. "Why not?"

I smile, relieved. Someone to cover my back. "Oh good. I was worried you'd reject."

"Nah, I wouldn't. I was worried that I wouldn't find anyone to team up with." She sticks out her hand, struggling to hold her goodie and another parcel. "I'm Cat, short for Catherine. Nice to meet you."

I shake her hand. I hope she doesn't think I am a wimp because of the tear stains on my face. "I'm Desirae. Nice to meet you."

She nods and goes straight down to business. "We need to find some other people. Without a team we can't survive. Let's find a small team with strong, smart people."

Turning away, I look for strong-looking people. Then, all of a sudden, I see someone running towards us, swinging a knife.

Letting out a choked scream, I realise he wants our parcels. That is the only explanation. "Run!" I tell Cat, stumbling back, prepared to run. Just as I turn around, I hear a startled cry.

I look over my shoulder. The boy is swaying back and forth with a dazed look on his face. A red dart is lodged in his shoulder. Finally he closes his eyes and falls backward like a felled ox.

Cat stands there, starting at the dart gun in her hand. It must be her goodie.

I look at the boy. "Is he … dead?"

Dropping down to my knees, I reach over and grasp his wrist. I can feel a steady pulse.

"It's a tranquilizer," Cat says. She looks stunned.

I shake my head. "That's amazing. Thanks Cat. I'm glad we didn't kill him though."

"No problem. But we've essentially killed him anyway. I really do doubt he'll wake up in time to flee the Centipedes when they come."

I leap to my feet. "What?" I cry. "He's going to die and it'll be our fault."

"No, it's his fault for trying to attack you. We acted in self-defense. He'll die anyway, with or without us shooting him. He's obviously too dumb to survive. He was stupid enough to attack a pair of Bugs on his own."

"Isn't there something we can do? I am not going to leave a poor boy to die!"

Cat laughs humorlessly. "What do you expect to do — drag his unconscious body along as we run? We'd never make it."

She's right. I hate to say it but she is right. "Fine," I mutter.

We walk around the area, looking for a team to join. Many Bugs are still fighting over parcels. Some have brought out knives and goodies they got from the parcels and are threatening the others for their parcels. More than half the Bugs don't have a parcel.

"Desirae! Look," Cat exclaims all of a sudden, pointing in the direction of the cherry trees.

I turn to look. A muscled boy, a lanky boy and a freckled ginger are pummelling the life out of three younger Bugs. The younger Bugs are clinging to their parcels, wailing and crying for help. The muscled boy manages to rip the parcel from the boy he is beating up and takes the knife out of it. He starts yelling at the Bug he was fighting and the poor Bug flees.

"What! They're such bullies!" I cry. They are not fighting over the parcels. They are beating up other Bugs for their parcels. It is very different from what Cat and I had been doing.

I start towards them but Cat pulls me back quickly. "No! Don't. They're doing it to survive. Besides, I think they would be good teammates. They are strong, resourceful and smart."

"Hah! They'll beat us up on first sight."

"No they won't." She starts to jog towards the team, stopping only a few metres from them. She eyes the freckled boy, who struggles with his victim. The girl he is fighting starts to claw his face. The ginger raises both arms to protect his face involuntarily, and the girl leaps to her feet and begins to flee.

"Phil! Get her!" the muscled boy screams as the ginger.

Phil and the muscled boy (who seems to be the leader) run after the girl, but Cat is faster. She drops her parcels on the ground and whizzes past them and tackles the girl. The girl falls to the ground with a surprised "oomph" and Cat snatches her parcel away, raising it above her head victoriously.

The leader runs at Cat but she points her tranquilizer gun at them. "Back off," she snarls. The leader freezes.

I start towards them, holding Cat's and my parcels, and Phil gives me a nervous glance. "Cat, what are you —"

She waves me off. "Let my buddy and I into your team and I'll give you five parcels, including this."

The leader glares at us. "That would mean I have _eight _people in my team. That is two too many."

"She's fast and strong, you already saw. We're small-sized, so we won't eat much," I tell Ryan. They're our best hope at survival. Forget morals, I want to live! I don't mind teaming up with horrible people if it means I get to live.

"Okay, but why should I let _you _into my team?" the leader replies, pointing his knife at me. "What's stopping us from beating you up and letting only your friend into our team?"

I shoot Cat a frantic look. The lanky boy finally defeats his victim and steps towards us slowly. We're surrounded.

"T-the fact that the darts in my gun are tipped with poison!" Cat shouts, her voice laced with fear. Her voice quavers at the end.

"We don't believe you," Phil snarls. "Your voice is quaking."

"Will you take the risk?" I question. "Why would they give her a dart gun that doesn't have poison or _anything_? What's the point? What is the use of a simple dart? No, there's poison."

The leader looks at the other two boys and they shrug. "Fine," the leader says reluctantly. "You're in. But if you're too slow, we ditch you. Got it?"

"I assure you, we won't."

The leader cracks his knuckles and the boys walk toward three other Bugs, who must be their teammates. There's a mousy-haired frail-looking boy, a shaking redhead and a tall, beautiful blonde girl.

The blonde girl throws her arms around the leader. "Ryan! I was so worried you were going to be shot!"

Ryan laughs. "You know nothing will stand in our way, Diane."

Cat and I exchange looks. Are they … flirting? At a time like this?

Then I understand. Diane is _using _Ryan. She wants him to be attracted to her so she can command him around. She's smart.

Phil and the lanky boy glare at Ryan, and I realise Diane has all three of them around her little finger.

The redhead walks towards us. "H-hi."

"Hello," I say. She is so scared that I'm beginning to feel terrified myself.

"I'm M-Myrtle. Our leader i-is Ryan, the girl he's w-w-with is Diane, the ginger is Phil. The t-tall boy is John and the mousy-haired boy is … is Theo."

"I'm Cat and she's Desirae. Nice to meet you."

Myrtle flashes us a timid smile. "They isn't really any poison in your dart gun, is there?"

Cat and I glance at each other. "Yes," I say, but Cat says "no" at the very same time.

"Oh well. I … I won't r-rat the two of you out," Myrtle reassures us. "It was pretty smart. You think fast. And —"

Myrtle is cut off abruptly when a booming voice fills the area through what I assume are hidden speakers. "Greetings, Bugs!" The voice echoes throughout the entire area and it is too loud, too loud. Cat's mouth is moving but I can't hear her as the announcer continues to speak.

"I assume you have all gotten a parcel each?"

Some Bugs smirk while others mutter "no".

"Good, good! For those who don't have a parcel, well, this is your chance to shine with the little resources you have! Now, I am Magnus Sonor, and I'll be kickstarting the Bug Extermination!" He whoops loudly.

"Yay," Cat mutters unenthusiastically during the pause.

"Are you all excited? This is going to be fun! Our wonderful Centipedes are going to be coming very soon!"

There were cries of outrage. "He's making a mockery of this!" I exclaim. He's cruel. He's taunting us.

"What do you expect?" Cat sighs.

"Burn in hell, Centipedes!" I hear someone scream.

There is a stunned silence. I think Magnus can hear whatever we are saying, because he has fallen silent too.

"Burn in hell!" a different person yelled.

"Burn in hell, Centipedes! Burn, burn, burn!" another Bug screeches.

That's when it begins.

"Burn in hell, Centipedes! Burn, burn, burn!" the Bug repeats, and another Bug picks up the chant.

The energy and anger is flowing through all of us now, and more and more Bugs pick up the chant. I'm usually self-conscious but this time I am chanting along. I chant till my throat is raw. Cat looks at me and begins to chant as well, albeit quieter.

Magnus Sonor says something but I can't hear a thing — it's so loud.

"Burn!" a Bug's voice is louder than the others and most of us can hear it. "Hurt them, kill them, don't let them die slowly!"

There is a rousing cheer and the Bugs start chanting, faster, louder. We stomp on the ground and soon I can't make out what the Bugs are saying. Some Bugs are speaking slowly while others scream out the words in a crazed, fast manner. I don't think even they are saying the same words anymore. Many Bugs trail off, confused, while others are yelling louder and louder.

Cat looks at me nervously but I ignore her, yelling the original chant. It is pure chaos — people screaming all sorts of things, stomping, pounding their fists against the ground.

Suddenly a high-pitched sound that must be from the speakers explodes — yes, _explodes _— through the area, ending the chaos. I drop to my knees, covering my ears. It hurts badly, and I feel something warm and wet trickle from my ears. I pull my hands away and see blood. I'm not the only one.

My ears are ringing.

We stumble to our feet. Cat's mouth is opening and closing and I can hear Magnus Sonor's muffled, angry voice, but I can't decipher what he's saying. Slowly I begin to hear again and just in time to hear him say, "Put your hands together to welcome the Centipedes!"

The Bugs gasp and a few run towards the electric fence. "They're coming? They're coming!" Cat cries, white as a sheet. My heart leaps so much that I choke on my saliva.

There is a theatrical boom and clods of dirt and grass fly out from the cage. The force pushes Cat and I back and we fall flat on our backs. A cloud of dust billows around it. I scramble to my feet, hauling Cat up. I dash towards the electric fence. I fall down halfway because I am still disorientated, but I manage to make it there. Every Bug flees from the centre of the explosion, running till everyone is all standing right in front of the electric fence. I am careful not to touch it.

When the dust clears, I see ten adults in black camo standing in a glass cylinder where the cage used to be.

The Centipedes.

No, no, no. No no no!

The Centipedes!

I let out a strangled scream. Some Bugs stumble back. Someone pukes. I hear a "zap" somewhere to my right as a Bug falls into the electric fence. I don't have to look at him to know that he is dead. My vision swims all of a sudden, swirling towards the left and I stumble. Cat grabs my arm.

The adults press against the glass excitedly. There is a crazed-looking ginger who is slamming his fists and a knife against the glass, screaming incoherent words and excitement. There is a woman and a man with sleek black hair who look very similar. Then there is the impatient plump woman, who taps on the glass furiously. There is the tall, beautiful woman who smiles at us calmly as if she is not about to murder us all. Amongst all of the Centipedes they stand out the most.

I clutch Cat's arm and whimper. Magnus Sonor laughs heartily.

Without warning, the crazy ginger launches himself at us, screaming "Buggies!"

I subconsciously flinch away. He slams against the glass _hard _and crumples to the ground. But he doesn't react in pain. He simply sits on the ground, laughing hysterically as the woman with the sleek black hair grabs his curly hair and slams him against the glass wall hard enough the make his nose bleed. His blood smears all over the glass, but he just continues to laugh.

"Claude! You … you annoy me!" she yells.

Claude licks his blood and I shudder. "Red ink!" he croons.

The woman kicks him and he falls, but he still looks happy. "That's not nice of you! But since I'm nice, I'm forgive you," he says.

Ivana draws her leg back to kick again, but the man who looks like her puts his hand on her shoulder. "Let's deal with him later."

"Ivan's right," the plump woman says. "Let's not make a scene."

"Brace yourselves, Bugs, and get ready! The Bug Extermination will begin in a few minutes," Magnus Sonor says.

I crumple to my knees weakly. "We're going to die. We're going to die. We can't face them."

Cat kneels next to me. "We can. Hurry, we don't have much time." She takes my parcel and tears it open. A knife, a flask of water, a jar of pills, a coil of rope, a folded-up backpack, a two vials of green liquid and various items fall out.

"What is this?" I half-scream, half-cry. "What do I do with this?"

Frowning at me, Cat grabs the vial and inspects it. "I know this. It's a type of poison. It numbs paralyses the victim when it enters their body. In small doses it acts as a painkiller but it makes the person sluggish. In large doses, it kills them."

"Yeah, o-okay. I guess that's … that's good," I sniffle.

I tuck the pills into the backpack. They are food pills, meant to fill and nourish me in the place of food. Cat opens the other parcel while I stuff everything into my bag, except for the knife, which I tuck into my boot.

The next parcel's goodie is a pack of grey cylinders which fit in my hand snugly. They are smoke vents, and if I pull off the cap of one of the cylinders, it sends grey smoke into the air. Good for getaways, I suppose.

I try to stuff more food and water into my bag but I leave the extra sleeping bag and rope. I hold the second knife in my hand. I have to run soon, but my legs are going to buckle. I can't run.

Diane stood by, taking a deep, shaky breath.

"Don't worry, D-Diane. I'll protect you," Ryan says, but his voice shakes. Diane doesn't seem to hear him.

Theo is lying on the ground, sobbing. He's only nine. I don't know why Ryan let him into the team. I wonder if it was out of pity. I guess Ryan does have a heart.

"Well, Bugs, the time has come." Magnus Sonor sounds more serious.

"No. No," I whimper.

Bugs are crying, screaming.

"You get thirty seconds before the Centipedes come after you, so use that time wisely! Holes will appear in the electric fence, but it'll still be active, so be careful."

It's madness. I can't take this.

"The Bugs have a thirty-second head start. And the Bug. Extermination. Begins. In three …" Magnus Sonor began.

Hyperventilating, tensing, crying.

"Two."

He basks in our fear. Magnus Sonor loves suspense.

"One." Cue the screams.

"GO!"


	2. Chapter 2, Rickard POV

**I'm updating twice in one day. Not because I am a crazy fast writer, but because I more than ten parts pre-written. So I'll be updating twice a day until I catch up with myself. Do note, I do write pretty fast. Thank you ****_very _****much, Emmeline Phoenix12 for following and favouriting my story; it really lifts my spirits.**

**Rickard POV**

Sometimes we have to do horrible things in order to get what we want. I'm sure everyone does it.

Me, I want to live. So doing horrible things to get what I want is _justified._ It is in no way my fault. I have no qualms against what I'm going to do. I do not feel guilty for even entertaining these thoughts.

I have to survive the Bug Extermination.

So I don't feel guilty, I really don't.

I know that most of the people around me will surely die and I am strangely okay with that. They panic and shout and cry. They aren't strong or smart enough to survive.

But although I should, I'm not panicking. Everything feels surreal and I am oddly calm. Today, I either live or die. If I live through today, then tomorrow it repeats, whether I die or not. And it goes on. It's like a game of smarts, a computer game. I have to follow the instructions and work my way through the game. That's all.

Then I laugh at myself; that is a simpleton's view of the situation. Everything is much more complicated than that.

A game is much too simple to make such a comparison.

I should do something about my situation now, but there is little I can do in the chaos. Still, I poke my eyes and rub my nose to make it seem as if I have been crying. It's all part of my plan. But I don't overdo it, because I don't want other Bugs to think I'm a gross little kid. Gross little kids rarely find a team.

Kind of like the idiot boy standing next to me. He looks to be about ten or eleven and is bawling his eyes out. Snot and tears make a disgusting mixture on his face. His face is red and he eventually sinks to the ground, screaming.

He will never find a team.

And I am very stunned when a girl who looks to be seventeen pushes forward and starts to soothe him. "Do you want to be in my team?"

"Y-yes."

The idiot boy has found a team before me! I cannot believe it. I simply can't.

Anyway, this is a chance I can't miss. This is my one and only chance to find a team — no other person would accept me.

I walk towards them. "Can I … may I join your team too?" I raise my voice so that she can hear me, but I purposefully whimper and stutter.

She smiles at me. "Why, of course …"

"Rickard. My name is Rickard."

Score! That was easy. This girl is not very smart, letting little kids into her team.

"How old are you? Nine?"

I'm actually ten, but I nod. This girl has an eternal well on sympathy, pity (and possibly stupidity) and the more sympathy I get, the better. She may even get me an extra parcel later if I'm lucky.

"I'm Anne." She then sighs. "You two shouldn't be here. You're too young. You don't deserve —"

Then she is pushed forward without warning. Less than a second later I am slammed against the cage doors, people pushing at me in their mad rush.

I realise the cage doors are opening.

The Bugs are struggling to get to the parcels, but the cage doors haven't opened enough. Right now, it's a mass of people pushing against the doors.

I look down. Maybe, since I'm small …

I push at the other Bugs, wriggling as I slip beneath them. Someone accidentally kicks me in the face and I swear. Still, I manage to wriggle under the slowly-expanding gap between the door and the ground.

When I get out, I realise I am the second person to get out of the cage.

And I run as fast as I can, sprinting towards the parcels. But I realise just how slow I am when other Bugs start to get out and I am not even halfway there.

I gasp and pant, trying to run faster, but the bigger Bugs easily overtake me. By the time I reach the parcels, there around thirty Bugs already there, trying to grab as many parcels as possible.

Perhaps I can get two parcels. I have more or less lost my head start, but it's fine. I lunge for a parcel and manage to make away with it.

When I make the move to get another, an older boy pushes me to the ground. "Get outta here," he snarls. "You'll die soon. No point wasting resources on you."

He reaches for my parcel and I turn away, screaming. "No!"

"Stop!" Someone pushes the boy from me. I gasp. It's Anne.

"You're such a bully!" she lectures. "Leave him alone. You already have one parcel. Everyone is supposed to have one each!"

"Oh, _come on!" _the boy exclaims. "Are you serious? Look, sometimes you have to bend the rules, baby."

Anne's eyes flash with anger. I do agree with the boy, of course. I have no qualms against depriving another person of a parcel. But if someone tries to take my parcel … well, I won't allow that.

The boy takes a step towards me, but Anne blocks his way. "Rickard, Al, go get two more parcels. I deal with this guy."

The other boy, who must be Al, gives a nervous sidelong glance. "Let's go," I say.

We run around the place, looking for more parcels. Surprisingly, quite a few of the smaller children have parcels. They probably slid under the cage door earlier on like me.

I point at a young girl looking around nervously. I'm sure Al and I can take her on if we work together. She's probably around my age. I eye the parcel that she hugs to her body as she huddles in a corner.

Al shrugs. "Okay."

We walk towards her carefully. Al and I are not as innocent and kind as Anne must think we are. Did she really expect us to find a parcel without getting beaten up or beating someone up?

I hug my parcel to my body. I know that I'm an easy target.

I gets to the girl first. "Hey … do you want to join our team?"

She stares at me. "Okay …"

I extend an arm. She grabs it tentatively to pull herself up. It is Al who lurches forward and snatches the parcel away.

"No!" she lets out a terrified cry. "Give it back!"

"I'll get it," I lie, and run after Al. She runs after us slowly, but too slow to catch us. She has to be eight or so and she stops after we vanish into the crowd, and sobs.

"I feel bad," Al murmurs.

I chuckle. "Don't. We had to do it."

We go back to where we last saw Anne. She is sitting there with the boy she was fighting with originally.

"Rickard! Al! There you are! And … oh, good job! You managed to find another parcel."

I give her a sweet smile, then stare at the boy. "What's _he _doing here?"

"Well, we made peace, and he's going to join our team. He's called William. William, this is Rickard and Al."

I have to resist the urge to snort. Anne is such a peacemaker. Soon she'll be encouraging us to make peace with the Centipedes!

William grumbles. "I can't believe I'm in a group with —"

"Hey William! Did you manage to get an extra … What are you doing with them?"

"New team." He sighs. "Join me. We can't survive with only two people."

The boy looks stunned. Then he furrows his brows. "Can't we find a better team? This is ridiculous. And I want to be the leader of my own team."

WIlliam shrugs. "Well, Liam, good luck finding a team that will let you become leader so easily!"

Liam mutters under his breath. "Fine." He drops the two parcels that he has grabbed on the ground. "Well, what are your names?"

"I'm Anne, the leader. This are Rickard and Al. Nice to meet —"

"Shut up. Can't be bothered with pleasantries. We've got to make a plan to survive."

He tosses Anne a parcel, so each of us have a parcel. "Firstly, let's get more parcels. Then, when —"

"Hold it! What do you mean, 'get more parcels'? We have a parcel each! We don't need anymore! We can't take other people's parcels."

Liam, William and I roll our eyes. "Lookie here, _Annie. _Some people are not going to get any parcels. It's a fact. And since they were weak enough to not get a parcel, they will die. And neither of us can prevent it. Do you understand?" Liam yells.

"But we've got to give them a fighting chance, at least! We Bugs have to work together!" Anne argues.

"It's survival of the fittest," William says. "If I have to kill you to live, I'll do so."

I wisely do not participate in this argument. I don't want any enemies, and I want Anne to think I am a sweet little boy.

"Guys, stop fighting … Anne's right, we gotta work together!" Al whinges.

"I quite agree with your leader," a voice comes up. "To take another's parcel would be … unscrupulous, to say in the least. Only the lowest of the low would attempt such a thing. Also, may I join your team?"

"_What?" _Anne peered at the short girl staring up at her. "Who are you? Why do you want to join our team? How old are you?"

"You may call me Drea," the girl declared grandly. "And since I am hard-pressed to find a team, I would truly like to join you fellow Bugs. I am aged fourteen."

She isn't speaking normally. She pauses to think through every tough word, so I know that it doesn't come naturally to her.

"Stop talking like that! This is not funny!" Liam exclaims. "Stop showing off or I'll hit you."

"Oh, but I am not showing off." Drea cocks her head to the side and gives him a hostile stare. "Why would you persecute me for speaking in my usual tones?"

Liam groans loudly and turns away. "You can join! We won't say no to anyone!" Anne says quickly.

We all stare at her.

"You … won't say no to anyone?" Liam says incredulously as he turned around. "What. Wha-at. You can't accept every goddamn Bug into our team. And that reminds me, you've got to kick those to out," he pointed at Al and I, "because they'll hinder us. They're too dumb. We don't need such wimps! Dump them!"

Al lets out a cry of protest and I do so too, but I am not scared. I know that Anne is too nice to kick us out, and if she ever does, it will be because Liam physically forces her to.

I cling to Anne, but it is all an act. I need to keep up the pretense of being a terrified nine-year-old.

"Al and Rickard are not acquaintances, they are friends," Drea insists. "And we do not 'dump' friends. Don't be a snivelling coward, you rather unremarkable hinny. Don't you want to die a magnanimous person? They may not be proficuous, but still —"

"Stop using big words!" Al yells. "You're scaring me!"

Drea looks upon Al with pity. "I'm sorry, dear. I'm a sesquipedalian. That is a person who uses tough words. Do you happen to be a sesquipedalian?"

It's quite obvious that Drea is just doing this to seem smart, so we will see her as useful and let her have some power. But using big words doesn't necessarily imply intelligence. I will have to wait and see how she is like. But up till now, I'll be careful of her. She seems to be relatively intelligent.

She could be a threat.

Of course, I can't voice this out. It's a level of thinking higher than that of an nine-year old's. I know I'm definitely smarter beyond my years, but I can't show that, or the others will realise the game I am playing or see me as a threat.

I fiddle with my parcel, looking at the ground. "G-guys, I'm scared. I don't want to die." The fear is very genuine, I must admit. I'm slowly getting more and more scared. I don't know why I'm not as afraid as Al or the other little kids, but I'm scared nonetheless.

Liam snorts. "Well, you are obviously gonna die soon, so you had better —"

He is ordered to shut up while Anne comforts me. I nod and sniffle along. Al begins to tear up.

Frankly speaking, I hope Al will be kicked out soon. He's just a waste of resources. Useless, snivelling, dim-witted coward.

WIthout warning, someone's voice booms through the area. It's an announcer. My heartbeat speeds up. It will start soon. It will start.

The announcer, Magnus Sonor, speaks cheerfully and happily. It is as if he's the host of a talk show or some kid competition TV show. I know it's all to make us feel worse.

The volume is too high and his voice is too loud. I glare at the sky, even though I don't know where his voice is coming from. It feels as though it is coming from all around us.

William shakes with anger as Magnus Sonor, mocks us. "I hate them. I hate them. I'll kill them all …" he muttered.

Good luck with that. I'd like to see it happen.

"Well, William, I highly doubt you have the skill set to —"

"Burn in hell, Centipedes!" William screams all of a sudden.

There is a stunned silence. Even Magnus Sonor has shut up. William claps a hand over his mouth, blushing. "S-s-sorry," he mumbles sheepishly.

I roll my eyes internally and sit down to open my parcel.

But all of a sudden, someone repeats William's words at the top of her voice.

It isn't long before more and more people are saying this. It has become a chant. "Burn in hell, Centipedes, burn, burn, burn!" they scream. The Bugs stomp and pump their fists in the air. I look around. We shouldn't be doing this. We shouldn't. We have to be smart and plan! Strategise!

This is of no use. All it will do is boost the moral of a couple of idiots.

The chanting is crazed now. Everyone is saying different things and I can't decipher a single word. Everyone is screaming and shouting and I cover my ears and kneel on the ground. I can't take this utter lack of control.

Without warning, a piercing sound bursts through the air. I shriek and fall to the ground. Many other Bugs are falling too. Soon it is over, but I can't hear a thing. Anne picks me up and her mouth is moving, but I cannot hear her. I simply nod.

Eventually my hearing comes back to me. Magnus Sonor is speaking. "After that minor disruption, I am happy to say that we will _finally _begin. Oh, the moment we've all been waiting for! Get ready to meet them! Put your hands together to welcome the Centipedes!"

Bugs start to scream and run. Al is yelling. I fall back and knock into Anne's arms.

There is a huge boom where the cage is and it is soon enveloped in dust. Those standing close to it get knocked back. Everyone starts to run away from it, towards the electric fence. I run slowly, but Anne grabs my hand and drags me along.

By the time we reach the electric fence, the dust has cleared. There is a glass cylinder where the cage used to be.

And the Centipedes. Standing there in their full glory.

I feel something odd wash over me. I stare at them, stunned. I cannot move or think clearly.

There they are. In black camo, leering at us. Murderers. Them. I need … I need _something _I can use against them …

But I cannot think. And this scares me. To think that I, the fast-thinking, intelligent, clever Rickard, could be so shell-shocked that he could not think.

It scares me.

None of them drew my attention except for a curly-haired ginger with crazed movements. He leaps at us, and some Bugs scream. I don't react.

He hits the glass and bounces off. A Russian woman screams at him, kicks and slashes him with her knife, but he does not react in pain. There are some people who are incapable of feeling pain. That could be good and bad. He wouldn't be deterred by pain, but he wouldn't notice or be able to tend to any wounds as well.

His name is Claude. The Russian woman's name is Ivana and her brother's name is Ivan. Why do I bother memorising their names?

Quickly, Anne snaps out of her shock. "Everyone, it will start soon. Take out your weapons and look at your goodies. Quickly!"

"B-but … I don't have a parcel!" Drea cries. She's shaking.

William snaps his fingers. "Al, Rickard. One of you give her your parcels. You don't know how to use weapons."

Before I can react, Anne leaps forward. "No! They need it. Here Drea, take my parcel. I … don't think … I can kill or harm a person anyway."

Drea stares at the parcel in her arms in shock.

I quickly pack all my supplies into the backpack that is provided. I wish I had two parcels, but this is the best I could do. At least I have one.

My goodie is a small box of tablets with a note attached. I try to read it but my hands are shaking and trembling too much. I stuff it in my pocket and bawl.

"Rickard, Rickard … I … don't cry …"

"Well, Bugs, the time has come."

I rip hair from my scalp and scream.

"You get thirty seconds before the Centipedes come after you, so use that time wisely! Holes will appear in the electric fence, but it'll still be active, so be careful."

No. No. No!

"The Bugs have a thirty-second head start. And the Bug. Extermination. Begins. In three …" Magnus Sonor began.

I grasp Anne's arms. No! I'm not ready.

"Two …"

I have to be ready. It wills start. Fear helps. I will help me but I will not let it control me.

"One …"

This is it. I'm ready.

"GO!"


End file.
